Academic development work is in a constant state of flux. Success stories are quickly a thing of the past, and new challenges always lie ahead. As academic developers, we know that many initiatives are ripe with challenges and may end in failure. Still, while successful interventions and practices create important opportunities for learning across international academic communities, less successful initiatives are seldomly shared. Consequently, there is a risk that failure is something that academic developers and academics alike come to terms with on their own, leading to a fear of being bold and creative. When asking how people learn to become an academic developer, most will acknowledge the trial and error aspects of learning the practice. The dearth of empirical research in higher education settings, as well as of theoretical contributions that help us better understand failure in academic development, means that academic developers run the risk of repeating mistakes rather than learning from them. However, what, how, and when can we, in the academic developer community, learn from failure and from failed initiatives? These are among the central questions posed in this special issue. Our hope is that the issue will be a resource for academic developers in developing resilience to failure by learning from it, as well as by conducting research on and sharing not only success stories but also accounts of failures.
In studying expertise, the psychologist K. Anders Ericsson (2008) identified the importance of deliberate practice, a practice that when focused on specific elements leads to expertise. Here, we identify the value of deliberate reflection, reflection that is focused on identifying the expectations, goals, actions, and behaviours of different stakeholders at the micro, meso, and macro levels of higher education organisations. In doing so, we also evoke Argyris and Schön's (1996) concepts of single and double loop learning. Single loop learning involves the identification of errors experienced post factum, learning that can lead to a change in behaviour. However, the problem with single loop learning is that it may not lead to long-term change, as we tend only to correct our mistakes without questioning the underlying reason for our actions, and perhaps do not see them as actions-in-context and in relation to others. Double-loop learning, on the other hand, implies that we question the mismatch between our goals and the experience of our actions, which requires reflection on both our own values and norms, and those of the organisations in which we work.
As is demonstrated by several of the contributions to this issue, to learn from failure we need to engage in systematic, deliberate reflection through exploration and analysis of failure in our practice. Such reflection affects our values, identities, and future actions as academic developers. Central to deliberate reflection is the continuous evaluation of actions through an open dialogue with equal partners and significant others.
A common denominator of the articles in this issue is how the process of sharing experiences of failure, and discussing these experiences in relation to theory and literature, has led to learning and insights about academic development work. When looking at the contributions, we discern deliberate reflection on different facets of failure at three levels of exploration: reflection at the level of the individual (micro), reflection shared in the local community (meso), or reflection disseminated through global outreach (macro). Moreover, the articles approach learning and development from failure in three different ways, where the purpose of the explorations range from a) learning to solve a 'situation' of failure, to b) learning from experiences of failure, to c) learning to better understand failure as a facet of academic development work.
Together, the authors paint a picture of failure as something that affects academic developers' work emotionally and even physically. Failure on individual or group level makes us feel uncomfortable but the findings from the studies show that by exploring our tacit assumptions about failure, either individually or through collaborative processes, we are able to develop insights into our work, learn, and develop how we approach our practice. Failures are also discussed in the contributions at the organisational or systems level, such as a destructive work environment, failure of organisational change, or failure to create an inclusive institutional culture. Subsequently, failure can act as a catalyst for learning and development and may become part of the creative processes involved in academic development, thereby contributing to a more holistic academic (Sutherland, 2018) as well as organisational development. The contributions use a broad palette of methods for illustrating how failure is approached, including two case studies, a selfstudy, a narrative study, an interview study, and a survey. The issue ends with a reflection on practice by an experienced academic developer, followed by a book review.
The first contribution, by Kolomitro, Kenny, and Le-May Sheffield, explores the work experiences of academic developers around the world through a thematic analysis of online survey data, and places in focus the relationship between individuals and the systems in which they practice. Paradoxically, it seems that although academic development centres to an increasing degree support academics in avoiding burnout, support structures to hinder burnout of academic developers are almost non-existent. Burnout as a symptom of the failure of higher education, but perhaps also of society, certainly pushes us to question the principles upon which we build our work. Through the identification of strategies for well-being at all levelsindividual academic developers, managers, the workplace, and the institutionthe study provides us with ideas about how we might establish not only resilience, but the power to lead higher education into a fruitful new era of systematic, deliberate reflection and learning in our roles as academic developers.
The issue of psychological well-being is also addressed in Boman and Yeo's study, in which they emphasize the importance of setting boundaries to prevent burnout. Using a self-study methodology involving written reflections and analysis of recorded conversations, their article explores how two mid-career developers define and learn from feelings of failure in the context of group facilitation. Through reflection and discussion as critical friends, a series of tensions that shape the work and identities we have as academic developers are identified.
Next, the article by Jungic and his award-winning colleagues piece together a jigsaw puzzle constructed from ten narratives by academics of different disciplinary origins that presents a set of complementary views of failure. The resulting image shows how failure tends to be dealt with in isolation, with feelings of loneliness and dejection as a result, and also that the collaborative writing project provided an opportunity for learning and development. In the different but complementary accounts of defining, experiencing, and learning from failure, the authors strive for more transparency and openness towards acknowledging failure in academia as an unavoidable part of learning.
Informed by Constructive Developmental Theory and the Threshold Concepts Framework, Timmermans and Sutherland interviewed retired academic developers from four continents and asked them to describe their processes of learning from perceived failures, and how they see the role of academic developers in supporting academics in their failures. Findings regarding participants' definitions of failure, ways of making sense of and learning from failure, and recommendations for supporting academic colleagues' learning from failure are shared.
In the fifth article of this issue, Reeping explores how we, as academic developers, sometimes fail to understand the differences between how concepts are applied in different disciplinary settings. This may lead to jumping to conclusions about developmental work in different contexts, which can be less fruitful. The paper compares how threshold concepts are conceptualised in three disciplinary areas: Engineering, Writing Studies, and Information Literacy. Reeping concludes by offering several recommendations for academic developers when working with threshold concepts.
The final full paper in this issue, by Thorley, recognizes that academic developers are expected to address many of the challenges higher education institutions face in creating conditions supportive of teaching and learning. However, the increase in managerialism, measurement, and risk-aversion makes this difficult as the emphasis shifts away from supporting individual academics, and towards delivering institutional strategy. This can lead to a lack of creativity, a stifling of innovation, and a fear of failure. For this reason, the paper uses the creative industries as a 'parallel' sector of practice. It outlines the similarities and differences in challenges faced by the sectors, before explaining what lessons higher education can learn from the creative industries to harness failure and foster creativity as well as innovation.
In a reflection on practice, McNaught identifies four different phases of her academic development career, and reminds us that we constantly need to engage in self-scrutiny and ask ourselves critical questions such as: Are we putting our time and energy into the right things? What is it that we want to achieve? Does academic development work make a difference, and if so, for whom? McNaught challenges the academic developer community to reflect on the degree to which the work of centres tends to reproduce naïve models of our work leading to failure rather than engagement in deliberate reflection, and encourages us to learn not only from our own mistakes, but also from those of others.
This issue ends with a review by Atkins of the book 'Learning from Each Other: Refining the Practice of Teaching in Higher Education'. The review provides an overview of the range of inspiring topics discussed in the book.
Taken together, this special issue provides readers with a better point of departure for dealing with failure. We have introduced the concept of deliberate reflection as a starting point for a discussion of our experiences of, and the relationships between the values, norms, and expectations we ourselves hold on the one hand, and those of the organisations in which we work on the other. This can be done individually or collaboratively and in relation to the micro, meso, and macro levels of our organisations. We hope this special issue will inspire deeper conversation in the academic development community about how we can better understand failure and use it as a catalyst for learning and development.
We wish to thank all the contributors to this issue for their creativity, thinking, and hard work, as well as all the reviewers for their invaluable input.
Finally, on behalf of the IJAD editorial team we would like to extend a very warm welcome to four new IJAD editors who from the beginning of 2020 have joined the team:
• Kasturi Behari-Leak, University of Cape Town, South Africa (Associate Editor) • Henk Huijser, Queensland University of Technology, Australia (Associate Editor) • Sim Kwong Nui, Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand (Associate Editor) • Julie Timmermans, University of Otago, New Zealand (Co-editor)
